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ACE Research Vignette: Three steps towards more corporate 
entrepreneurship within an organisation 
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of international 
Entrepreneurship researchers. In this vignette, Henri Burgers investigates what managers can do to make their firm more 
entrepreneurial. 
Background and Research Question 
How to make my organisation more innovative without sacrificing my ongoing business activities is a question on top of mind 
for many managers. Ongoing business activities require a focus on efficiency, incremental improvements, and current 
profitability, while entrepreneurial initiatives need flexibility to explore new things, and growing future profits. Managers 
know how to organize for one set of activities or the other, but struggle with managing both simultaneously. We asked senior 
managers of 4,000 organisations in a variety of industries to seek answers to this problem. The solution contains three steps. 
First, separate innovation activities from the rest of your business. Second, provide connections between the innovation 
units and the rest of the organisation. Third, adjust the design of these connections to the size of your organisation and the 
dynamics in your business environment.  
 
Step 1: Separate 
The starting point is to organise entrepreneurial activities in organisational 
units that are separated from mainstream activities. This could range from 
a relatively autonomous new venture team to a full-blown division 
focused on new ventures. The benefits are that managers can set different 
targets and use different reward systems for the units dedicated to 
innovative activities.  
 
Whilst this separation solves the problem of managing two incompatible 
activities, it only boosts the level of entrepreneurship in an organisation to 
a certain extent. To raise above that level, organisations need to address 
two negative side effects. The first is that structural separation alienates 
innovation activities from the rest of the organisation, making it difficult to  
tap into the knowledge and resources available in other parts of the 
organisation. The second problem is that delegation of decision-making to 
these entrepreneurial teams can lead those teams to make decisions that 
are not in the best interest of the organisation.  
 
Step 2: Integrate 
The key to resolving these problems lies in creating a so called ambidextrous organisation, which provides linkages between  
separated units. There are three main integration mechanisms: a shared vision, a socially integrated senior team, and cross-
functional interfaces. 
 
The first way of facilitating knowledge sharing and ensuring these units operate in the best interest of the organisation is by 
establishing a clear shared vision of what the organisation is and where it is heading. This ensures that those working on 
entrepreneurial activities do so in line with the overall vision for the organisation. A shared vision also increases 
understanding of innovative activities resulting in a better ability to provide those teams with relevant knowledge and 
resources. 
 
A second way of establishing links is via the senior management team. This rests on the premise that managers are in the 
best position to oversee the needs of units within their organisation and they can then help establish those links. Because 
How we investigated this 
We asked senior managers of 4,000 
companies how their company was 
organised. A year later we asked 
these same managers about their 
organisation’s corporate 
entrepreneurship activities. We 
compared their answers with those of 
one of their colleagues to rule out 
mistakes. To ensure our findings are 
applicable to a wide range of 
organisations, we targeted companies 
in a variety of industries providing all 
kinds of products and services. These 
companies ranged from small- and 
medium sized enterprises to large 
multinationals. 
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managers are each responsible for a different set of units, it helps if the management team is socially integrated. If they get 
along well, they are more likely to sidestep organisational politics and help each other and thus the separated 
entrepreneurial units with obtaining the needed knowledge and resources. 
 
The third way is to establish direct horizontal linkages between different units. This may be done via regular meetings, 
establishing cross-functional teams, liaison officers, or increasingly IT-based solutions that facilitate knowledge sharing. An 
additional benefit of this increased openness is that it is more difficult for entrepreneurial units to act in their own self-
interest.  
 
Step 3: Adjust 
The burning question that remains is to what extent should I invest in integrating these innovation activities with the rest of 
my business? The key is to balance the benefits integration offers with the costs resulting from integration.  For example, the 
risk of using a shared vision and cohesive senior teams is that their view becomes too narrow and doesn’t accept relevant 
initiatives that are slightly outside the dominant vision. Whilst Polaroid was once leading in digital technology, it failed to see 
the relevance of it due to its strong vision of providing instant pictures. Cross-departmental meetings may slow down 
decision-making and harm the entrepreneurial unit.  
 
Through our research we found that the answer to this balancing act is to adjust the use of the integration mechanisms to 
the size of their organisation and the degree of dynamism in their business environment. The smaller the organisation, the 
less managers should use integration mechanisms and vice versa. Why? In smaller organisations everyone knows each other 
already, so there is little need to use a shared vision or cross-functional interfaces. Using those mechanisms may instead 
amplify cohesiveness and groupthink, resulting in a less entrepreneurial organisation. Conversely, in large organisations it is 
vital to have such integration mechanisms, as otherwise little knowledge will flow across departmental boundaries. 
 
When firms operate in more dynamic environments, it becomes less clear what knowledge and resource needs an innovation 
unit has, and their activities may be further removed from what the organization currently does. As a result, they should limit 
their use of cross-departmental integration mechanisms. A shared vision is likely too narrow to be of help to more disruptive 
entrepreneurial activity. In dynamic environments, senior management will also have more difficulty understanding the 
needs of entrepreneurial units. Having cross-departmental meetings may also lose relevance as it pre-identifies who is part 
of that meeting and thus what knowledge the unit has access to. In other words, when your business environment is more 
dynamic, you should give more autonomy to your entrepreneurial activities. 
 
Business and Policy Advice 
Managers wanting to unleash the entrepreneurial potential of their organization should follow three steps. 
Step 1: provide autonomy to your entrepreneurial activities. 
Step 2: Managers should provide integrative linkages connecting the entrepreneurial units with other units in the 
organisation. Three ways of doing that are: establishing a shared vision, integrating via the senior management team, and 
setting up cross-functional interfaces. 
Step 3: Adjust the level of integration to the size of the organisation and the dynamism in the organizational environment. 
The larger the organisation, the more integration is needed. The more dynamic the environment, the less integration is 
needed.  
 
Each of these steps will further increase the level of corporate entrepreneurship in your organisation.  We do want to stress 
the importance of starting at step 1, as establishing integration mechanisms without first separating entrepreneurial 
activities may have disastrous effects on your company’s entrepreneurial potential. Good luck! 
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